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MILLENNIALS ARE POISED TO RESHAPE THE 
ECONOMY; THEIR UNIQUE EXPERIENCES 

WILL CHANGE THE WAYS WE BUY AND SELL, 
FORCING COMPANIES TO EXAMINE HOW THEY 

DO BUSINESS FOR DECADES TO COME.
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A US study of financial services advertising would seem to suggest there’s a formula that you cannot veer 

from: hit on themes of uncertainty, peace of mind, preparedness; show small children who need to be protected; 

make sure there’s a handshake with a smiling, well-dressed representative. Meanwhile, we’re hearing about the 

unprecedented spending power of millennials as financial services marketers presumably wring their hands over 

making a mortgage loan sound cool enough for this group. 

What if this formula has changed with the new generation? How would we even go about figuring out what 

millennials care about in financial services and developing a strategy for a company who wants to target them? 

This is what we endeavored to find out in our study of millennials to understand their purchase decisions and 

motivations across the mortgage lending, auto insurance, and digital wallet spaces. 

We found several motivations that we didn’t expect to see in this personal, responsibility-focused space. 

Interestingly, three motivations spanned across all three product categories: a desire to enjoy life, a desire to be 

respected by others, and a feeling of accomplishment. This paper will explore what those motivations mean and 

how marketers in each industry could use this approach to develop a winning strategy for millennials. 

The Opportunity: What’s So Great About Millennials?
Millennials – typically defined as those born between 1980 and 2000 – are often misunderstood and 

misrepresented despite their huge contribution to 

tomorrow’s economic power. A different world 

fosters a different worldview. Millennials have 

grown up in a time of rapid change, giving them  

a set of priorities and expectations sharply different 

from previous generations. Many are often  

regarded with suspicion and presumed to  

be tech-obsessed narcissists whose parents told  

them only too many times that they were special. 

Joel Stein in Time declared millennials as the  

“Me Me Me Generation.”1 The reputation is bad 

enough that millennials themselves often shy away 

INTRODUCTION 
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from the label; a recent survey found that only 40 

percent of people between the ages of 18 and 34 

describe themselves as millennials.2

The thing is, however, that stereotypes about 

millennials are about as accurate as most other 

stereotypes — that is, not really accurate at all. The 

idea of making generalizations about millions of 

people born across a 20-year span is problematic in 

itself, but if we’re going to go there, then let’s look at 

what research has really shown us: millennials may 

have a reputation for being “the worst,” but studies 

show they are actually hardworking, giving, generally 

awesome people.

The millennial generation is the largest in US 

history — even bigger than the baby boom (92 vs. 

77 million) — and as they move into prime working 

and spending years, their impact on the economy is 

going to be huge. Millennials are poised to reshape 

the economy; their unique experiences will change 

the ways we buy and sell, forcing companies to 

examine how they do business for decades to come. 

Millennials have come of age during a time of 

technological change, globalization, and economic 

disruption. This has given them a different set of 

behaviors and experiences than previous generations.

They have been slower to marry and move out on 

their own and have shown different attitudes to 

ownership that have helped spawn what’s being 

called a “sharing economy.”3 They’re also the first 

generation of digital natives, and their affinity for 

technology helps shape how they shop. They are 

used to instant access to price comparisons, product 

information, and peer reviews. 

By the end of 2015, there were two billion millennials 

representing $2.45 trillion in global buying power.4 

With a spending power hitting trillions of dollars, 

millennials are fast becoming a force to be reckoned 

with in the market. But experts and analysts are 

raising concerns as to whether all this power is 

being used wisely and companies are harnessing that 

buying power. 

This generation has grown up against a backdrop 

of austerity and financial uncertainty; consequently, 

young people are often pulled in opposite directions 

between a desire for consumption and aspiration and 

a tendency to play it safe.5  

How can financial services companies seize this 

global buying power opportunity — despite 

dissonance between aspiration and playing it safe 

— and engage millennials as customers? Earlier this 

year, the research firm CCG Catalyst tracked certain 

behaviors with millennials’ banking relationships. 

The digital generation’s perspective on banks is 

different in comparison to past generations — 33% of 

millennials believe they will not need a physical bank 

at all,6 while 71% of millennials would rather go to a 

dentist than go inside a bank.7 However, what they do 

value is technology-based banking — being able to 

access their accounts from their smartphone.8
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One study’s results showed:9

Because millennials are extremely tech savvy, they 

are more prone than any other group to prefer a 

bank’s proactively recommend products and mobile 

banking services, to patronize companies that 

support causes they believe in, to be apt to try new 

technology, to be keen to share their opinions online, 

and to sleep with mobile phones next to their beds.

Millennials don’t necessarily dislike banks — they 

just want them to be better, to fit their fast-paced 

needs. They want banks to act as an “overall 

financial caretaker,” providing services such as 

secure accounts, file taxes, and offer options for 

saving for retirement. Millennials also want banks 

to advise them on how much to save and budget, in 

addition to being digitally accessible via a mobile or 

online channel, integrated into their cars and home 

appliances, and have the ability to pay  

bills automatically.

•  46% use checkbooks 

•  68% use online banking 

•  44% send money online 

•  39% use mobile remote deposit capture 

•  46% use digital banking to pay bills online 

•  91% chose PayPal app 

•  16% chose Google Wallet

Approach and Methodology: A 
Marriage of Psychology,  
Statistics, and Marketing
We approached our inquiry into millennials’ 

motivations using our proprietary research process 

built on Neuroanalytics™ insights. It is based on 

means-end theory, which uses psychology-based 

processes to discover why customers make decisions. 

We began our research with 30 interviews with 

millennials who had recently made a purchase in 

mortgage lending, auto insurance, or digital wallet 

products. These interviews uncover deep insights into 

customers’ purchase motivations and links between 

product attributes and desired outcomes. 

These initial qualitative insights were coupled with a 

specialized survey instrument to statistically validate 

what these consumers were saying. Using the results, 

we construct a connected decision map (CDM) that 

illustrates the subconscious links between a product’s 

attributes, the functional benefits of those attributes, 

the resulting personal benefits, and, ultimately, 

the motivations driving the individual.  With these 

findings, we revise the CDM, identify the strongest 

nodes (attributes/benefits/values) and linkages, and 

show which brand customers most strongly associate 

with each node. 
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Because respondents to the quantitative portion provide information that corresponds to a variety of other data 

fields (demographics, psychographics, etc.), we’re able to develop motivational segments and see how they align 

to the general population. Not only does this give us incredibly useful insight into how different groups of 

people think and make decisions, but it allows a company with a good data management platform (or DMP) to 

target individuals based on their likely dominant motivations.

 

The Findings: Millennial Insights Across Product Categories
The Neuroanalytic approach and resulting motivational segments empower marketers to speak directly to 

potential customers’ deepest motivations. We’ll first examine some of those nuances and learn what drives 

millennials by focusing on the three consistent motivational themes that emerged across the three product 

categories: 

 1.  A desire to enjoy life,  

 2.  Wanting to feel accomplishment,  

 3.  A desire to be respected by others. 

While each of these stem from different benefits and are supported by different product features depending on 

the category, fascinating similarities arise within them. 

Neuroanalytics is based on means-end theory, which uses 
psychology-based processes to discover why customers  
make decisions

Read the full-size connected decision maps on pages 14-15.

These are the results of an independent study by Merkle which was not paid for by any companies.  
Any mention of brands is incidental.
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Enjoy Life: “Don’t Hassle Me”
Everybody wants to enjoy life — that’s far from a surprising motivation to have in the financial sector. 

However, the way we’ve seen it appear in all three scenarios doesn’t so much translate to an overarching 

enjoyment of life as a whole, but to the specific emotions experienced in the moments of dealing with a 

company. Millennials appear to be strongly averse to stress and hassle. Across all three product categories, this 

motivation to enjoy life consistently stems from an avoidance of stressful situations. “I want to enjoy life,” could 

accurately be rephrased as “I don’t want to spend time dealing with things that aren’t enjoyable.” 

This aversion to hassle creates opportunities for companies to attract millennials by maximizing automation 

and customer service. 

 •   In auto insurance, less paperwork, automatic payments, and an easy-to-use website/app all directly lead to 

“enjoying life.” 

 •   In mortgage lending, an easy and convenient process saves time, minimizes stress, and consequently 

allows the borrower to enjoy life. 

 •   In the digital wallet sector, minimized stress has two contributing factors — staying organized and 

avoiding card theft and reissue. 

Enjoy Life

Auto Insurance

Save Time  
& Hassle

More 
Productive

Mortgage Lending

Saves Me  
Time

Less Stress  
& Hassle

Digital Wallet

Avoid Theft/
Reissue

Feeling Less 
Stressed
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Anyone who’s ever sat on hold trying to cancel and order a new credit card knows that it’s a hassle. Across 

product categories we begin to see this pattern in expectation form in the millennial audience.

Our first insight into the millennial brain shows that the most attractive financial product will often be the 

one that simply does what it’s supposed to without making them jump through hoops or spend too much time 

dealing with it. Meeting expectations and simplifying the experience actually translates to a more gratifying 

existence for customers — no small feat for a brand’s customer experience department. 

Accomplishment: “I Want to Pat Myself on the Back”
The second motivational theme we see in all three product categories is the idea of accomplishment.  

If millennials see obtaining financial products as something they have to check off their to-do list,  

completing that task with the perception that they’ve made the best decision feels like they’ve  

accomplished something meaningful.

There are some interesting nuances across product categories. 

In auto insurance, saving money leads to accomplishment instead of something more expected, such as 

financial security. We believe this is because the auto insurance industry has built so much of its acquisition 

focus on offering a better deal than the competition. If someone can get the best rates, that’s seen as a win 

against the system. 

Accomplishment

Auto Insurance

Smart
Consumer

Maximize
Resources

Mortgage Lending

Trusted
Company

Confident
In Decision

Digital Wallet

Convenient
& Saves Time

Efficient
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In mortgage lending, accomplishment is closely tied to personal security, primarily driven by borrowing from 

a trusted company. When we examine factors that affect a company’s trustworthiness, we find an interesting 

base of expectations — clear communication, good reviews, excellent customer service, efficient problem 

resolution, and taking the time to answer questions. Notice that none of those factors are inherent reasons to 

trust a brand; none of them describe how well the brand performs its core function. The perception of quality 

is dictated by the quality of interactions with the company. However, when we understand the psychology of 

connections, we find attributes such as “customer service” highly correlated with feeling more comfortable in 

signing on the dotted line. When a person is treated with respect and gets a prompt response, they assume that 

brand will exhibit similar care throughout their relationship. This increased level of comfort makes them feel 

they’ve made the right decision and ultimately feel a sense of accomplishment in their selection choice. 

In digital wallet, we find a majority of the consumer expectations leading to the desired end-state of 

accomplishment through an implicit efficiency from the product. You can think of efficiency as the pinch point 

in an hour glass, with multiple product attributes and benefits leading to this one area that holds the barrier of 

entry to accomplishment. The millennial segment defines efficiency in four broad areas. First, by avoiding theft 

and card reissue. Second, the sheer convenience of less need to carry around a wallet. Third, the time saving 

factors of quick interactions, easy log-in and always having a phone with you already. The fourth and last pillar 

finds support in easy transfer of money to friends, family, and even the babysitter. These pillars all lead to a 

sense of efficiency in the life of the consumer that holds the influence to the end-sate of accomplishment they 

are seeking.

Respected: “Everyone Come See How Adult I Look” 
The third consistent theme across product categories for millennials is gaining the respect of others.  

This manifests in two ways — by being responsible or by being on the cutting-edge. 

Growing up in a digital culture, millennials have learned to adapt to technological shifts more quickly than  

any generation.10 Being on the forefront of these shifts becomes a form of social currency that ultimately 

engenders respect. 

Another way to gain respect is joining the crowd, rather than leading the crowd. As millennials transition 

into adulthood, having auto insurance and obtaining loans become expectations for a responsible, independent 

person. Things like not having a car accident covered or continuing to rent instead of own start to look like 

hallmarks of arrested development. Being a smart consumer who saved money on a loan or being prepared and 

in control by having insurance directly leads to the respect of others, in millennials’ perception. 
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The first thing that comes to mind with a mortgage purchase is not choosing a brand to gain the respect of 

others. But the decisions along the way, the water cooler conversations after the fact, and the family praise for 

the purchase of their first home all wrap their arms around a sense of respect from others. The quantitative data 

showed a strong connection between saving money and smart consumer decisions, leading to a desire for praise 

of their decision to save money by finding the best rates available. No one wants to be scammed or find out later 

they could have saved a significantly higher amount of money, which remains true for a millennial population 

entering the greatest home purchase era. 

In the digital wallet landscape, having a new, cool product makes one look like an expert in technology, 

ultimately gaining the respect of friends and family. In the qualitative interviews we heard individuals make 

comments such as, “I’ve become the go-to for family and friends on tech advice. At work I’m the respected 

expert in tech.”

Bonus Insights 

An interesting nuance we see with millennials appears in the consistent proximity of responsibility to respect. 

We see the terms “self-reliant” and “independent” and “responsible”— always connected to “respected by 

others.” This means that self-reliance and independence isn’t pursued solely for its inherent benefits among 

millennials, but for the social currency that comes with it. 

Respect

Auto Insurance

Better  
Prepared

More In  
Control

Mortgage Lending

Saves Me  
Money

Smart 
Consumer

Digital Wallet

Seen As  
Tech Expert

Important To 
Others



Maximum Recognition, Minimal Effort 12

This is interesting for two reasons. First, it dovetails 

with the findings of a study we performed on 

millennials’ purchase motivations of wearable 

technology. In essence, we found that while non-

millennials (baby boomers and gen Xers) are driven 

by a desire for individuality, millennials are driven 

by a desire to appear individualistic. You can 

read the full paper at the URL in the footnotes.11 

Secondly, it creates an opportunity for positioning 

applications. If a brand wanted to target a consumer 

driven by gaining respect from others, they wouldn’t 

necessarily have to address that motivation in 

the creative. Instead, they could simply hype the 

independence-providing aspects of their brand and 

let the consumers’ brain subconsciously link that to 

respect of others. 

Application and Summary: What 
Does This Mean to Marketers?
First of all, it means that unless you’re in the fax 

machine and pager business, you should have a 

distinct millennial marketing strategy, because they 

often think, behave, and consume media differently 

than other customers. But your strategy should go 

beyond communication — you should be thinking 

about customer experience principles and customer 

journey structures. A UX designer who can create a 

hassle-free path to purchase or a social media plugin 

that illustrates peer adoption can have an enormous 

impact on acquisition in these fields. Here are three 

takeaways marketers can use as rules of thumb with 

millennials in the financial sector.

Make it Easy and Painless
As we’ve seen, millennials want to minimize the 

time and effort required of them. This applies across 

the board, whether in acquisition processes or in 

product usage (e.g., filing a claim or updating terms). 

However, sometimes there’s a limit on how simple 

a company can make a financial process without 

exposing itself or its customers to potential pitfalls. 

User experience design principles can do a lot of the 

heavy lifting on alleviating a customer’s perceived 

stress levels.

For example, a multi-step process should always 

have a progress indicator so that the customer knows 

what is expected of them. Information should be 

organized by tiers of depth and detail so that the 

customer can choose what level of complexity they 

want to consume. Not only do different customers 

prefer different levels of complexity, but different 

consumption methods, as well. Video is king today 

and should be a central element of any attempts to 

educate millennials, but the same information should 

be made available in text for those who prefer to 

read. Finally, customers should be able to choose 

their preferred channel whenever possible. Nobody 

likes being forced to find a desktop computer when 

they need results on the go, and 13% of millennials 

said they never want to have to interact with a person 

when doing business with their financial institution; 

make interactions available through desktop, mobile, 

and phone whenever possible.   
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Easy and painless is generally a question of 

perception. The more options you provide for the 

customer to dictate his or her preferred interaction 

style, and the more transparency you can offer to set 

expectations on the process, the easier it will feel. 

And finally, anytime you’re launching a new web or 

mobile interface, user test it exhaustively — assuming 

all users think like your design team virtually assures 

a costly redesign in the near future. 

Reinforce Confidence in Your Brand 
and Their Choice
For the majority of millennials (or people, for that 

matter), shopping for auto insurance isn’t exactly 

the preferred way to spend a Saturday. However, 

the upside is the sense of accomplishment one 

can feel after completing the task. The level of 

accomplishment in making a financial services 

purchase is inextricably linked with the user’s 

perception of the brand and their perception of 

the deal they got. In order to increase acquisition 

and loyalty, you should attempt to influence those 

perceptions.

There are a few ways you can influence the 

perception of a good deal. Marketers have been using 

price anchoring with a false discount for decades. 

Since a good deal is contingent on both quality 

and price, you can show a high rate at the onset to 

influence the perception of quality, then offer the 

discounted rate to increase value. Similarly, showing 

a comparison to what others paid (when it’s favorable, 

of course) can cement the perception of value, even 

if it doesn’t mention the factors that caused the price 

differential. 

Another approach is to reinforce the feature that 

drove the purchase. If the customer clicked on ads 

conveying real human assistance, or finally signed up 

over the phone, a follow-up call by a representative 

can reinforce that her perception of the company’s 

exemplary customer service was accurate. 

Finally, for any new customer relationship, a welcome 

stream should be automatic. Preventing buyer’s 

remorse by making customers feel they’ve made  

the correct choice can greatly influence loyalty  

down the road. 

Imply Respect
While a customer’s perception of a brand matters, 

there’s a flipside to that coin that may be even more 

powerful: the potential for a brand to influence others’ 

perception of the customer. If a purchase can be a 

pathway to a better reputation, it has a powerful story 

to tell. However, it’s exceedingly difficult to tell 

this story in a convincing, but appropriately subtle 

manner. 

One approach is to use the time-tested peer pressure 

model. Find the group of people representing a 

customer’s aspirations and show them using your 

product. If you’re a marketer, you’re likely rolling 

your eyes at the simplicity of this “insight” right now, 

but it continues to work — even on those of us who 

know what’s going on. 
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Another approach, which we’ve covered in parts of this paper, is to determine the quality that creates the 

desired perception, and center the brand promise on that quality. Our example has been the relationship between 

responsibility and respect; auto insurance and mortgage customers feel the acquisition of one leads to the other. 

But this model of targeting just outside the motivational bullseye has worked in many industries — well-fitting 

clothes imply luxury, expensive watches correlate to power, wavy hair somehow sells sex. If financial services 

marketers can position their brand as the choice of responsible, self-reliant individuals, millennial customers 

will subconsciously correlate that promise with the resulting respect they’ll receive.

Financial Services Use Cases
Looking beyond the insights and execution applications, companies wishing to compete in these industries can 

use the connected decision maps as guides to develop enterprise and product strategies. The insights help to 

determine where market opportunities lie, what specific strategies should be pursued, and how they’d be applied 

in creative executions and customer journeys. Refer to the following connected decision maps as we explore 

hypothetical marketplace applications.
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Auto Insurance
Market Opportunity 

If you were an auto insurance brand intent on insuring 

the hordes of millennials texting while they drive, 

how might you take this research and apply it in the 

market? We’ll start with market opportunity. Take a 

moment to view the CDM on page 14. GEICO more 

or less owns the entire map. If there’s a positive 

thing happening in auto insurance, millennials 

associate it with GEICO, which really limits strategic 

options for every other brand or a new entrant. One 

route would be to identify an area where you think 

you could compete and really double down on it, 

using advertising and following through on your 

advertising promises to steal share of mind. 

So, if you’re an auto insurer that is not named GEICO, 

where should you position your brand? If you take a 

look just left of middle in the CDM, you’ll see some 

available space on “make good choices on own” that 

leads to “better prepared/self-reliant” and eventually 

“respected by others.” Let’s create a hypothetical 

exercise — you just created HotRods2Go, an auto 

insurance company which just happens to have built 

a cutting-edge brand that millennials see as cool and 

that employs a personal expert approach. And, since 

ideal situations don’t happen enough in this world, 

let’s say that the “respected by others” motivational 

chain isn’t only a millennial-strong nuance (which 

it actually is), but represents a huge percentage of 

millennials that have an advanced level of likelihood 

to purchase and an inexplicably high income. Therein 

lies our market opportunity. The next step in your 

Respected
by Others

In Control

Better
Prepared

Enables
Good

Choices

Fits
Personal

Needs

Find the group of people representing a 

customer’s aspirations and show them 

using your product

“Respected by others” motivational chain  
for auto insurance
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new business is to reinforce your way to the top in 

the mind of millennials before chipping further and 

further away at the market.

Positioning — “Be a Champ, not a Chump”

Our chosen path on the CDM leads to one value, 

respected by others, and only one personal benefit, 

in control. Our overarching position should revolve 

around one of those two ideas and let the attributes 

and product benefits do the heavy lifting in the 

strategy and execution. Since this is a hypothetical 

brand targeting millennials, we’re going to take 

some creative liberties and have some fun with the 

positioning. With an eye on being in control via 

the foresight of preparedness, and the thinking that 

others’ perception is the ultimate prize, we’re going 

to call the positioning statement, “Be a champ, not 

a chump.” In other words, those who are prepared 

in life are respected; those who aren’t get taken 

advantage of. This thinking will guide the entire 

strategy with messaging and creative aligning  

around the idea of respect. It doesn’t focus on  

how one feels about themselves — always on  

the perception of others. 

Strategy

To develop the right strategies, we look at what 

attributes and benefits on the CDM our brand can 

authentically claim within the “respected by others” 

chain. Our fake company, HotRods2Go offers instant 

access to an expert who can help a member make 

decisions in the moment and a mobile app with a 

calculator that lets members play out several different 

scenarios. Seeing how these play into the selected 

chain, we might first choose to reinforce the idea 

of being better prepared, using access to the expert 

as a proof point. Then we could create an attribute 

node for the calculator and refocus that to link to 

being more in control. Finally, we could redefine the 

relatively small customer base of HotRods2Go as an 

opportunity to have a more dedicated expert in your 

corner. All of these strategies should be expressed in 

the creative execution within the positioning. 

Creative Execution

Using audience briefs and strategy guidelines, our 

talented account directors would craft a creative brief, 

empowering copywriters and designers to develop 

a campaign that triggers motivational drivers in 

the target audience. In order to activate the primary 

strategy – reinforcing “better prepared” via the expert 

— we might produce an ad with an image of a body 

shop mechanic laughing at a millennial’s claim filing 

with a headline like, “Get covered against collision 

and derision with our expert insight.” This approach 

is effective because it crosses that personal relevance 

bridge, linking the desire for respect (or fear of 

mockery) to both preparedness and the expert advice 

that enables preparedness. 

With several nodes to play with, three strategies 

planned out, and countless approaches to touch on the 

ultimate desire for respect, this campaign could take 
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on many forms across different media executions. 

Media strategists would map the motivational 

segment onto existing database-driven segments and 

target millennials already primed to buy with creative 

that addresses what they care about most in life. 

An Alternate Route

When examining the concept of “respected by 

others,” we earlier noted the significant presence of 

responsibility. Rather than being quite so on the nose 

with gaining the respect of others, we could build our 

positioning and strategy around responsibility and 

self-sufficiency. Ads that properly activate a promise 

of responsibility with some subtle nods toward group 

approval would automatically trigger an association 

to gaining the respect of others in the mind of this 

target audience. While the rest of the population may 

see responsibility as important in its own right, this 

audience is wired to connect it to respect.

Mortgage Lending
Looking at the mortgage lending landscape, we 

again see a crowded field where Chase Bank owns 

the majority of mindshare with other players having 

carved out their own specific positions. With its 

online process, Quicken Loans has staked its flag in 

“easy and convenient,” while PNC, Ally Bank, and 

Wells Fargo have interestingly grabbed different 

nuances of financial responsibility (that, you’ll notice, 

ladder up to being respected by others). 

So where’s the available gap? There isn’t one that 

sticks out, so a company would want to make a 

strategic decision based on its attributes. Our fictional 

company, Loanz2Go, offers easy application through 

online or mobile apps and makes exemplary customer 

Enjoy
Life

Less Stress 
& Hassle

Save
Time

Trusted
Company

Easy &
Convenient

“Enjoy life” motivational chain for  
mortgage lending
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service a top priority. With this in mind, we’re going to take a top-down approach and target the “enjoy life” 

and its supporting “less stress and hassle” nodes.

The primary node laddering up to less stress and hassle is “saves me time” and its supporting network of 

attributes. However, there’s a secondary node crossing in from “trusted company.” Our approach for Loanz2Go 

(apart from suggesting a name change for sheer trustworthiness) would be to position the process as hassle-free 

with two supporting proof points: the ease of the process itself and the presence of customer advocates that will 

answer questions. 

You may notice a potential roadblock — this is an unknown brand and will never be able to compete on the 

grounds of “trusted company.” However, as we discussed in the initial look at the idea of achievement, “trusted 

company” in this usage means a company that customers can trust to take care of them. An examination of the 

attributes laddering up to “trusted company” suggests this distinction is earned by how a company treats its 

customers and what they say about it in return. 

Therefore, a winning strategy would reinforce the ease of comparing options during the consideration phase 

and application process while also reinforcing the availability and thoroughness of customer advocates. The 

creative execution would celebrate these attributes as ways to reduce the hassle of getting a loan so millennials 

can return to their fervent enjoyment of life. This personal relevance connection may be portrayed by an 

applicant able to text his rep while out with his friends or easily squeezing the process into an already-busy day. 

The important thing is that the audience’s life is the focal point of the ad — the product attributes are simply 

supporting characters. 

Digital Wallet
The millennial mindshare for the digital wallet market is dominated by PayPal whether in truth or perception. 

From organization to ease and convenience, the original digital wallet service seems to have maintained 

a steady grip on positive perception. However, there’s one chain that’s unclaimed by any brand as of yet 

— “respected by others.” While we’ve seen this chain in both auto insurance and mortgage lending, the 

influencing factors appear to be very different for digital wallets. In the other two, millennials understood 

respect as a byproduct of being responsible enough to have good coverage or get good rates. In the digital wallet 

landscape, it’s the result of being on the cutting edge or using cool products, thereby appearing to  

be an expert in new tech. This distinction makes sense — auto insurance and mortgage loans are virtual 

necessities in our world. It would be hard to argue someone is a financially responsible adult if they’ve never 
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had either. Digital wallets, however, are more of a 

convenience with lower adoption rates.

With nobody owning it, “respected by others” would 

be the obvious position to go after, especially if a 

company can truly claim cutting-edge technology. 

To do so, we’d take a positioning approach that’s 

nearly as old as advertising itself — imply that 

using our product will make you cool. While that’s 

not exactly a believable brand promise when stated 

explicitly, a winning campaign would focus on the 

cutting-edge aspects of the product within the context 

of gaining admiration. Maybe it’s a mother being 

amazed how quickly her daughter went through the 

checkout process or a guy helping his friend out by 

paying when they both forgot their wallets. The cool 

technology should always be presented as a gateway 

to a person’s impressed reaction. 

Sometimes a brand can’t rely on activating one single 

motivational chain. After all, the CDM is a map of 

all millennials’ perceptions. Different people have 

different psychological needs, so focusing on one 

chain could potentially alienate a large percentage 

of the market. For example, let’s say the “respected 

by others” chain only accounted for 30% of the 

market. We’d use this strategy to target that 30% by 

developing a segmentation scheme.  

For argument’s sake, let’s say the “enjoy life” chain 

represents a significant market opportunity, but since 

our product is primarily used at the point of sale, 

its attributes aren’t especially focused on staying 

organized. We might take a top-down approach, 

deciding we’re going to position the message around 

reducing stress to empower life enjoyment and find 

Enjoy
Life

Less
Stress

Avoid
Card Theft

Keeps Me
Organized Convenient

“Enjoy life” motivational chain for  
digital wallet
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our own attributes that support that strategy. We see that “feeling less stress” links to two other benefits — 

“avoid theft/card reissue” and “convenient.” If our central position is “reduce your stress and enjoy life,” our 

strategy might be telling the story of what happens without our product. 

A top-down strategic approach like this typically puts more of the communication burden on the emotional 

response because it isn’t built on product attributes. Anybody who’s ever had a wallet stolen knows what a  

pain it is to call and cancel every card. If you’ve ever felt your cheeks burn with embarrassment at a cashier, 

you might know what it feels like to forget your purse. By telling negative stories like these in the creative,  

we can resonate with people driven by stress avoidance as they’ll be especially sensitive to having to deal  

with these situations.

Conclusion
Marketers have a wealth of data with which they can inform their approach. From big data’s predictive nature 

to seasoned experts’ understanding of what’s worked before, just about any strategy can be defended with 

some point of view. But it’s important to look beyond the behavioral data to understand why that behavior is 

occurring in the first place. Motivationally grounded strategies can not only increase engagement with ads, 

but be used to inform the entire customer experience. By understanding what your customer cares about most, 

savvy marketers can craft an ideal customer journey that finds moments where their brand and their customers’ 

motivations overlap. 

As millennials grow into their full earning and spending potential, countless brands will jockey for their 

attention, trust, and loyalty. These insights suggest that the winning brands will be those who take the hassle 

out of financial products while giving their customers a sense of pride and self-reliance. The brands that can 

fulfill more than financial needs and address the values with which their audiences make decisions will be 

handsomely rewarded.
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To learn more about the Neuroanalytics research approach and its applications, please  

visit www.merkleinc.com/neuroanalytics or contact Ron Park (RPark@merkleinc.com)  

or Leah van Zelm (LVanZelm@merkleinc.com).
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